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Tri-Valley volunteer’s stint
in ‘the service’ never ends
STURBRIDGE:  The bullets still showered Omaha Beach, kicking up sand in mid-June of 1944, 10 days after the initial D-Day invasion along the coastline at Normandy, France.

There was still Allied blood to be drawn by the retreating Germans, who used air strikes to strafe the beaches where the Allied troops were bringing in supplies for the forward units. Among them, crawling for cover, surrounded by chaos, was Wendell Wright.

Today he lives in Sturbridge and has put in 12 years of his 85 years as a Tri-Valley Inc. volunteer ombudsman, money manager and, currently, companion to home-bound clients. Wright thanks heaven for his health, and reveals that by volunteering he is fulfilling a promise he made to himself amid the sand, the blood and the tears of Omaha Beach.

“I said, ‘Dear God, if you get me home safely to my loved ones, dear God, I’ll do good for other people,” Wright recalled. “I made a covenant with the good Lord. He’s kept me going, and that’s how I pay him back.”
Tri-Valley is a nonprofit agency serving people over 60 and younger people with disabilities in 25 towns in Worcester County, from the Blackstone Valley to the Brookfields.
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“Wendell always brings his positive attitude with him wherever he goes.  He is a great asset to the program,” said Barbara Dupuis, who directs Tri-Valley’s Companion Program under Community Support Services.
Wright has been reaching out to people since he was a young man. He said he parlayed his two years of high school French to serve as a sort of ambassador for his Army unit as it moved through France to set up ammunition re-supply operations, often trampling the fields of unhappy farmers. 

Wright and his wife Dorothy, both Springfield natives, both went on to work as communicators in their own ways. Dorothy had a career teaching in Auburn and Worcester while the gregarious Wendell spent 35 years selling and marketing industrial chains for his employer, Rexnord Corp. They moved to Sturbridge from Worcester in 1967 and raised a daughter.

Already active in Worcester’s United Congregational Church, Wright waded deeper into volunteerism after retirement in 1984. He’s still working the church food pantry and on its newsletter but also spent a decade as a Literacy Volunteer helping immigrants from Albania, Vietnam and elsewhere learn English. “I like to be of service to people, that’s all,” he said.
Upon being introduced to Tri-Valley, the self-described “people person” discovered new ways to serve and learn from others.
A carryover from his sales days is the collection of colored folders he keeps on Tri-Valley clients that he visits to provide companionship. He’ll drive over and chat, or
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take them out for errands, shopping or a cup of coffee. They tell him varied stories of their own lives as former town leaders, strapping workingmen, a retired jockey – even a one-time commander of a German submarine, or “U boat.”

Wright formed a special bond with that man, who has recently been moved to a nursing home outside the area. “I said, ‘Life is very strange. Years ago we’re trying to destroy each other.’ ”   

“But I really miss him,” said Wright, illustrating the joy of his relationships and the sadness that can creep in when clients pass away or move on. Sometimes he sees a client for months, but it often extends for years.
But it is the satisfaction of helping, Wright says, that keeps him going. With energy left after daily walks of a couple of miles, he’ll work beyond the two-hour weekly commitment to each of the clients he has at any given time. He bonds with and helps out family members as well, staying with clients to allow family caregivers to run errands or just get out for other activities themselves.

A lot of what Wright does is just listen, working through language barriers and speech difficulties for clients who have suffered strokes. But the former salesman is eager to talk, especially about his volunteer time.

“When I talk about Tri-Valley, I feel like I’m back in business,” he said. “I’m selling Tri-Valley.” 
Tri-Valley Inc. volunteers provide an array of services to people over 60 and younger people with disabilities. To find out about volunteering with the Companion 
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Program or others, contact the agency at 1-800-286-6640.
The agency receives funding from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts through the Executive Office of Elder Affairs and Federal financial support under the Older Americans Act furnished by the Central Massachusetts Agency on Aging and the Massachusetts Executive Office of Elder Affairs.   Funds are also received from other public and private sources.  All donations are welcome and memorials may be established.
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